The key to restoring Russian greatness, as Putin saw it, lay in restoring the effectiveness of the state institutions that had so precipitously unraveled under Yeltsin. Some of the major reforms begun during Putin's first term include: the temporary appointment of governors, reforming or moving unconstitutional regional laws, dramatically increasing funding for the judiciary, introducing new legal codes, strengthening of political parties, and reasserting state control over strategic sectors of the economy. 3 It is a sign of the public's growing confidence in the judicial system, that the number of persons turning to courts for redress of civil grievances has gone from one million in 1998, to six million in 2004, to ten million in 2012, 4 to more than 17 million in 2016. 5 By strengthening of state institutions, harmonizing local and federal legislation, and paying off foreign debt early, the 'Putin Plan', as it was later dubbed, sought to reverse the economic ravages of the Yeltsin years which, as economist Joseph Stiglitz notes, had reduced Russia's industrial production almost 60%. By comparison, Stiglitz notes, the USSR's industrial production under Nazi occupation fell only 24%. 6 A key aspect of the Putin Plan was to replace the deeply entrenched mentality of the Soviet system with an ideology appropriate to the needs of a democratic and globally competitive Russia. This new ideology was referred to as 'sovereign democracy'.
Sovereign democracy, according to Putin's former deputy chief of staff and long time associate, Vladislav Surkov, describes Russia's optimal political system-one that would allow the current generation to link the positive experiences of the Soviet past to the post-Soviet values that Russia needed to succeed in an economically integrated world. To achieve this goal, Surkov argued that the present generation must believe that it was the Russian people themselves who had rejected the Soviet system and embraced a democratic, European future. By casting the fall of communism as a victory of the Russian people, rather than a defeat of their old social system, sovereign democracy would allow Russians of all generations and political persuasions deal with the past in a sober and respectful manner, while simultaneously helping them to move beyond it.
Surkov reasoned that the ability to define the past on their own terms would not only foster public unity; it would also help the country to pursue reforms in a manner consonant with its own political culture. To sum up Surkov's view: to become a sovereign country Russia must become economically competitive; to be economically competitive it must be governed democratically, which means in a manner that reflects the traditions and values of the Russian people.
The Putin Plan was spectacularly successful in restoring the Russian economy, and along with it Russia's sense of well-being and confidence in the future. In 1999 Russian annual GDP per capita was 1,334 dollars. At its height at the end of 2012, it was 15,409 dollars--an eleven fold growth. 4 In 2001, 27.3% of Russians lived below poverty. Ten years later it was below the EU average (16%). 8 The combination of a robust social safety net, official unemployment of 5.2%, and an annual inflation rate at 2.5%, with which Russia entered 2018 goes a long way to explaining the ease with which Putin won re-election to a fourth term, even as economic growth has slowed dramatically during this third presidential term due to the imposition of external sanctions. 9 
The Foreign Policy Implications of the Putin Plan
As mentioned, the Putin Plan also had a specific foreign policy purpose-ending Russia's dependence on external powers. Putin's first foreign policy review, completed in June 2000, came to the conclusion that Russia was unable to adequately defend its national interests, because its dependence on foreign loans translated into a constraint on its sovereignty. Only by achieving economic independence could Russia have a relationship of equals with the West.
In addition, according to Surkov, the idea of sovereign democracy implied that all nations should be free to choose their own social and political systems. Thus, from the outset, it presumes that multipolarity in international relations is to be preferred and that hegemony, be it military, economic, or cultural, would inevitably be a source of global instability and a potential threat to Russia. 'We sometimes hear', Surkov wrote, 'that no one is interested in taking away our sovereignty (or that this is unreal), but the universal and daily need for resources and security is so great, and our supply of these is so rich, that excessive complacency here hardly seems appropriate'.
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Because the Putin Plan and sovereign democracy evolved simultaneously, Russia's economic success, the restoration of state capacity, and the return to certain pre-Soviet traditions all came to be seen as tied together. Originally envisioned as a means to restore Russia to the broader European family, albeit on its own terms, sovereign democracy, as it later turned out, could also serve as a framework for Russia's burgeoning relations with non-Western powers.
Russia Loses Faith in the West
Despite a long tradition of suspicion of the West, capped by more than a half century of indoctrination by the Soviet regime, the peaceful collapse of the Soviet Union and dismantling of the Warsaw Pact seemed to presage an end to Cold War divisions. The first inklings that this would not be, were revealed by the eastward expansion of NATO in the late 1990s.
The exact nature of what was agreed to then is still being hotly debated more than a quarter century later. Those involved in the negotiations on the Russian side insist that, on the eve of the collapse of the Berlin Wall, all the principals agreed that the alliance would not be expanded even 'an inch to the East'.
11 Many, though not all, of those involved on the American side have a different recollection. 12 Whatever the reality, NATO expansion has become symptomatic of the broader misunderstandings that have come to plague the post-Cold War era.
Despite its lingering disappointment with NATO expansion, however, it is important to point out that during the early 2000s Russia still saw itself as part of the Western community of nations. In February 2000, when Putin was asked whether Russia was once again going to try and find its own 'special path', he famously replied: 'There is nothing to find-everything has already been found. It is the path of democratic development. Of course, is an extremely diverse country, but we are part of Western European culture. This is, in fact, our value. Wherever our people may live, in the Far East, or in the South, we are Europeans." 13 For many in government. EU membership, at some point down the road, was deemed a foregone conclusion, a view the director of policy planning at the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs clung to even as late as December 2010.
14 Yet, even in that early interview, Putin hinted that much would depend on how Europe responded to Russia's aspirations. When his interviewer sarcastically remarked that, 'All that's left now, is for Europe to agree', Putin replied: 'We will strive to remain where geography and our spirit have placed us, but if we are pushed out, then we will be forced to seek other ties, and to bolster ourselves. That much should be obvious'. office, Dmitry Medevedev. 17 That Medvedev did indeed come to office with an agenda of rapprochement with the West, is suggested by his selection of Germany for his first official state visit as president, and his remarks to the German Bundestag, where he reminded his audience that 'Russian and European democracy share common roots. We share the same set of values and the same sources of law: Roman, Germanic and French law…. We have a common history and we share the same humanitarian values. This common thinking is the foundation that enables us to speak not just the same legal or business language today but, I hope, also the same political language'. 18 The Russo-Georgian conflict that erupted just months after Medvedev's inauguration, however, put the final nail in the coffin of any possible closeness with the West. The West's indifference to the fact that the Georgian Army had initiated hostilities, and to the plight of thousands of South Ossetians streaming over Russia's border for protection, led to universal outrage in Russia. Many regime opponents, noted human right activists, and even jailed oligarch Mikhail Khodorkovsky, all voiced support for Russian intervention in Georgia.
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Prior to the events of August 2008, Russian elites tended to regard U.S. unilateralism as an unfortunate, but understandable overreaction to the shock of 9/11. After Georgia, they would come to see it as a new strategy of containment, directed against Russia.
President Medvedev responded to this new domestic consensus by listing five core principles that would henceforth guide Russian foreign policy:
• First: the primacy of the basic principles of international law.
• Second: Multipolarity. The pursuit of unipolarity is unacceptable.
• Third: Russia will not seek confrontation with any country, but will not isolate itself.
• Fourth: Russia's priority is to protect the life and dignity of Russian citizens, wherever they are, and to protect the interest of its business community abroad.
• Fifth: Russia, like other nations, has regions with which it has traditionally had especially cordial and privileged relations, and it will seek to expand these relations. 20 Still, when Medvedev signed off on a new national security strategy the following May, it did not presage any fundamental shift in Russian foreign policy. It continued to emphasize the quality of life, economic growth, science and education, health care, culture, and preservation of the environment. Of seven indicators used to measure national security listed in article 112, only two dealt with military matters. 21 Moreover, in a foreign policy speech he gave in July 2010, Medvedev added a distinctly Western tilt to Russian foreign policy, when he said that Russia intends to pursue 'special modernisation alliances' with its main international partners-Germany, France, Italy, the European Union, and the United States-to create 'incentives for integration based on shared modernisation imperatives'. 22 Eventually, but only later, a similar approach would be designed for China and India.
But when Putin was re-elected president in 2012, he signed off on a very different foreign policy concept, that shifted attention to the role that spiritual and cultural values play in world affairs. So, while Russia must be strong militarily, technologically, and economically, the most important components of national success, Putin argued, are the intellectual, spiritual, and moral state of its people. Russia's influence will depend on how much its citizens feel that they are one people, sharing a common history, common values, and common traditions.
Free markets alone cannot generate such a sense of unity. Neither can a laissez faire approach to government. What Russia needs, says Putin, is a creative synthesis of the best examples from the nation's history and intellectual past, gleaned from a variety of cultural, spiritual, and political perspectives. A diversity of sources is crucial, Putin told his audience, because Russia has, from its inception, been a multinational and multiconfessional state.
In fact, Putin argued, cultural pluralism is destined to be one of Russia's main contribution to global development. ' We have amassed a unique experience of interacting with, mutually enriching, and mutually respecting diverse cultures. Polyculturalism and poly-ethnicity are in our consciousness, our spirit, our historical DNA [исторический код]', says Putin. Russia's 'effervescent complexity' [цветущая сложность] he says, citing the nineteenth century conservative philosopher Konstantin Leontyev, is enhanced by the framework of Russian language, culture, and traditional religions, and define Russia's distinctiveness as a 'civilizationstate'. 25 Today, the greatest challenge to cultural pluralism emanates from the West, specifically from those parts of it that have rejected traditional cultural identity, even the values of Christianity that form the basis of Western civilization. The unipolar, monolithic and increasingly secular world that some in the West would seek to impose on others, says Putin, is 'a rejection . . . of the natural diversity of the world granted by God. . . . [for] without the values of Christianity and other world religions, without the norms of morality and ethics formed over the course of thousands of years, people inevitably lose their human dignity'. Russia, he says, will defend these Christian moral principles, both at home and abroad. 26 At Valdai, Putin officially declared that the post-Soviet era was over for Russia. Echoing the remarks of 19th century Russian foreign minister Alexander Gorchakov, Russia, he said that Russia is returning to itself, to its own past, while remaining open and receptive to the best ideas of both East and West.
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Ukraine: From 'Priority Partnership' to War
While alluding only briefly to the geopolitical ramifications of the traditionalist turn that he was proposing, Putin had already, back in 2011, committed Russia to the creation of a Eurasian Union, a project that he described as designed to 'move the Eurasian heartland from the periphery of global development to its center'. 28 For him, clearly, Russia's great Slavic neighbor to the South, Ukraine, was to be a key player in this Union. Throughout his career, Putin has made no bones about his view that, while they may now be two separate nations, Russians and Ukrainians are essentially one people. 29 To his mind, the struggles that Ukraine has endured since its independence, mirrored the struggles that Russia had undergone the previous decade, only exacerbated by Ukrainian nationalism.
As a result, political power in Ukraine alternated between its Eastern (Russophone) and Western (Ukrainophone) regions, each seeking to prevent the other side from implementing its maximum political and cultural agenda. The resulting political gridlock was Ukraine's way of avoiding civil war, which many believed would erupt if either side were to dominate completely, and turn its version of Ukrainian identity into a test of civic loyalty.
President Victor Yanukovych's removal from office on 22 February 2014 upset the delicate political balance between Galicia and Donbass, and was therefore perceived as a direct threat to the core interest of Russophone Ukrainians. Two-thirds of Donbass residents surveyed in April 2014 said they 25 Putin seems to be echoing Jose Manuel Barroso, then president of the European Commission, who had earlier that year referred to Russia as "a civilization veiled as a nation". "Speech by President Barroso at the Russia-European Union -Potential for Partnership conference: Moving into a Partnership of Choice", Europa.eu, 21 March 2013, http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-249_en.htm (accessed 16 June 2013). 26 regarded the Maidan as 'an armed overthrow of the government, organized by the opposition with the assistance of the West'. 30 Recent surveys suggest that that number has scarcely changed since the beginning of the conflict. 31 The new authorities in Kiev's ham fisted efforts to revoke the language law passed by the Ukrainian parliament in 2012, which allowed the official use of local language in regions where at least ten percent spoke it, provoked a violent response in regions where Russian language and culture are seen as part of Ukrainian identity. With Russia's support, Crimea voted for secession from Ukraine, then annexation by Russia. In the easternmost segments of Donbass, the conflict still rages.
The crisis in Ukraine marks a crucial step in the emergence of what many are now calling 'the New Cold War'. While Western political leaders typically describe Russia's actions in Ukraine as offensive and a challenge to the post-war order, their Russian counterparts typically describe their actions as defensive, both in terms of preserving the rights of local residents, and in terms of preserving the country's vital strategic interests in the Black Sea. 32 This division has been exacerbated by the approach that each side has taken in resolving this conflict. Although both Russia and the West says they want political and social stability in Ukraine, they disagree strongly about how that stability can be achieved.
By and large, Western leaders remain ignorant of, and indifferent to, the cultural differences within Ukraine, even though these differences once led professor Samuel P. Huntington to describe Ukraine as a 'cleft country', and to presciently single out Crimea as a region of particular contention. 33 Today, most Western leaders simply assert that, if corruption is reduced and the economy grows, the cultural divisions of past centuries will simply fade away, and a new political and social consensus develop. Ambassador Kurt Volker, the latest U.S. special representative on Ukraine, takes this view to its most inane extreme, saying: "As I've said before, the only place in Ukraine where Russian-speakers are at risk is where there are Russian soldiers". 34 Russia, on the other hand, views post-Soviet Ukraine as a culturally fragmented society. Stability, it argues, can be achieved only if political authorities there accept the bi-cultural nature of Ukraine, and create a constitutional framework that grants the country's major cultural constituencies equal rights. 35 These constitutional reforms are laid out in a comprehensive political settlement known colloquially as the Minsk Accords. 36 By institutionalizing regional autonomy, the Accords are meant to guarantee a modicum of regional political and cultural pluralism within Ukraine. It is this aspect of the Accords that Ukrainian nationalists object to most strongly, since they fear that it will undermine national unity. 37 This conflict has fundamentally altered Russia's foreign policy toward Ukraine. Instead of seeking a 'priority partnership' with Ukraine as it did in 2012, Russia's most recent national security documents now say that ties must be based on 'mutual respect' and strict attention to each other's national interests. 38 In Ukraine many have interpreted this as a sign that Russia is turning its back on Ukraine, a prospect that some view with delight, others with alarm because of its potentially devastating consequences for the Ukrainian economy. 39 The fallout from this conflict has also reinforced negative stereotypes toward the West in Russia, where many see events in Ukraine as the logical culmination of Western policies aimed at regime change in the countries of the former Soviet Union. From this perspective, Ukraine is not the issue that must be resolved so that relations with the West can improve. Rather, it is an issue that, if resolved, will show that the West is sincere about wanting better relations with Russia. Since the chances of this happening are seen as slim to non-existent, some influential Russian policy analysts, like the aforementioned Vladislav Surkov, have recently suggested that, after four centuries of fruitless efforts, Russia's efforts to be seen as part of European civilization may now be over. 40 From this perspective, the root problem in relations with the West has been the animosity western elites have displayed for centuries, first toward the Russia Empire, then toward the Soviet Union, and now toward post-Soviet Russia. 41 Consequently, as Russia has begun to emphasize its own distinctive values, tensions with the West have inevitably heightened. These distinctive values derive in no small measure from the unique role played by the Russian Orthodox Church.
Russia's Conservative Restoration: Soft Power and the Orthodox Church
After he was elected as president for a third time in 2012, Putin undertook the customary foreign policy review. 42 According to this document, the global balance of power is clearly shifting from the West to the Asia-Pacific region. Western powers will seek to prevent this, resulting in heightened regional tensions, lower economic growth rates, and the fracturing of long established trade associations and alliances.
Because the danger of global chaos along this trajectory is so high, Russia must do everything in its power to forge a more pluralistic international order. One of its main tools for doing so will be Russian soft power, whose appeal stems largely from the fact that, in contrast to American soft power, it does not envision the new world order as merely an extension of American values.
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But since Russia has begun to promote a more values-oriented foreign policy, it has also argued that certain values, if adopted as principles of behavior, are more congenial to international order than others. These are not the values of any one community or culture, but they do exist, and can be gleaned from the values shared by the world's largest and oldest religious communities--Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism.
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But if Russian soft power is about cultural pluralism, how does one account for the increasingly prominent role of the Russian Orthodox Church, both at home and abroad? According to Russian officials, there is less of a tension between the two than might appear. Many ancient civilizations of the Middle East and North Africa, they say, are 'returning to their roots'. Such a return does not presume values developing in isolation, but rather the forging a common values framework, which all the world's major religions have in common.
Russia's soft power is thus conceived around the premise that a better world order can only be forged around respect for all values, even mutually incompatible ones. It is thus tied not to any distinct set of values which are then projected globally by a specific nation, but to cultural diversity itself. 45 To use Isaiah Berlin's terminology, while American soft power aspires to positive freedom someday replacing the more limited notion of negative freedom, Russian soft power sees culture as setting firm boundaries on both negative and positive aspirations for freedom. 46 Russia's new emphasis on values generally, and on religious values in particular, has led to numerous areas of friction with the West. The first involves the very nature of the international order. Since the rise human rights and democracy as explicit U.S. foreign policy objectives in the 1970s, western political leaders have often argued that Western foreign policy ought mirror its domestic politics. That is because, according to the popular theory known as 'democratic peace theory', democracies do not go to war with each other. States that promote democracy are therefore promoting a morally desirable international order, whereas states that object to such efforts are deemed immoral.
A second source of friction stems from the frustration of some western governments with the extent to which international institutions are willing to promote democracy and human rights. The United States and its allies have sought ways around these institutions by asserting that western values are the de facto, if not yet de jure, international standard. Thus, when several western nations decide to act in concert, as in the case of Iraq or Syria, it is said that they do not require any explicit mandate from the United Nations. This has been a source of considerable friction between Russia and the West.
A third source of friction is the very fact that the Russian Orthodox Church is so closely partnered with the state. With respect to Russian foreign policy, the ROC supports the government's objective of creating a 'congenial international order' that, it believes, it will assist the Church it in its threefold salvific mission--to save individual souls, to save all national cultures that have been baptized into Christ, and to save all mankind. Needless to say, this is as far from the doctrine of separation of Church and State, as East is from West.
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The values-based contours of the present East-West conflict can be readily seen in Russia's opposition to the notion that Western cultural values are the standard for international behavior. Russia regards this as unilateralism, and believes that a multipolar world order based on pluriculturalism is a more desirable alternative.
Pluriculturalism asserts that there is an inherent ('God-given' according to Vladimir Putin) value to diversity among nations. 48 Pluriculturalism is distinct from multiculturalism, which values diversity within nations. Russia assigns diversity within nations a lower priority than it does diversity among nations. By contrast, Western states typically give greater weight to diversity within nations (the rights of the individual), whereas among nations, they seek to subordinate national cultural differences to standards such as human rights, that express modern western values.
But while some political friction fallout from such a pronounced conflict of visions is inevitable, it should be possible to prevent this conflict of ideals from spilling over into outright ideological hostility. One way to do so might be to look at this distinction in a broader context. Russian pluriculturalists argue that national cultural distinctions should impose certain limits on a nation's foreign policy ambitions. It is worth noting that this was, in fact, the original meaning of 'American exceptionalism' -the idea, as John Quincy Adams put it, that America does not go overseas 'in search of monsters to destroy '. 49 Nor is the Orthodox Church's moral framework quite as 'anti-modern' or 'anti-liberal' as it appears to be at first blush. The writings of senior Russian clergy are typically quite nuanced, arguing that both the Enlightenment and liberalism were valuable and progressive social ideals in their day, but that having abandoned the moral framework provided by the Christianity they have deformed and become monstrous. 50 What the Orthodox Church does reject, and this wholeheartedly, is the cultural dominance of secularism. The fact that contemporary western societies tend to regard secularism, along with modernity and liberalism, as forming the quintessential western trinity of values, is something that the Russian Orthodox Church is especially keen to reverse.
Finally, one should never lose sight of the fact that the Church sees itself, first and foremost, as a supernatural actor --the manifestation of the Holy Spirit in history. Political battles have scant meaning when one is competing for the very soul of mankind. This latter is the only struggle that has meaning for the Church. It is its very raison d'etre, and its outcome will not be decided by the struggle among nations, but by the struggle that goes on within men's souls.
But while the focus on traditional morality and Orthodox values might appeal domestically, as a foreign policy strategy its allure seems limited. Among Russia's immediate neighbors, for example, the response has been mixed. While there are still many who view the Soviet era with nostalgia, and regard the break of the USSR as more harmful than beneficial (sometimes by wide margins, as in Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and portions of Ukraine), it is not at all clear that the Orthodox Church's conservative social vision appeals to the same degree. The previous discussion of values and morality sheds a rather different light on some widely held Western assumptions about Russian foreign policy. The first, is that Russia rejects the post-Cold War international order. This is not correct. Russia fears global chaos, and believes that efforts to preserve the global hegemony of the West will exacerbate tensions and lead to a breakdown of the international order. That is why Russia places such a high value on the international order. To the extent that it is rooted in the supremacy of international law and under the guidance of UN Security Council, it mitigates chaos. How does Russia reconcile this with the annexation of Crimea, support for the rebellion in Donbass, and allegations that it is engaging in "hybrid warfare" against the US and Europe? Primarily through denials and legal counterarguments for its actions.
Russia's legal position on Crimea is that, although the Ukrainian constitution prohibits local referenda on secession, this is trumped by under the UN Charter (article 1), which stipulates that people have the right to self-determination. Russia changed its position on this following the decision of July 22, 2010 by the International Court of Justice to recognize Kosovo's independence from Serbia. At the time the US State Department filed a brief in support of Kosovo, arguing that 'there was no general rule [because] these were political acts'. They were therefore worthy of recognition because declaring independence had created a new 'political reality' in the region. 53 Russia, which had originally opposed this ICJ ruling, later found it quite congenial for its approach to Ukraine. It now argues that Ukrainians living in Crimea and Donbass have the same right to determine their allegiance that Kosovars did when they were living in Serbia, and that the Crimean referendum of March 16, 2014 overwhelmingly ratified that decision.
The vast majority of international legal experts, however, argue that this referendum was illegitimate because Russia facilitated the ability of Crimean authorities to hold such a referendum with masked military intervention. 54 In response, Russia makes two counterarguments. First, on the charge that the presence of Russian troops invalidates the referendum, it argues that responsibility for law and order at the polling stations was born by local self-defense forces and people's volunteers, and that the Russian troop presence ensured only that the referendum could take place. 55 Second, to the point that the Ukrainian Constitution states that the separation of a part of the country's territory cannot be subject to a local referendum, Crimean officials point out that the authorities in Kiev had already revoked the acting Ukrainian Constitution on February 21 st and reinstated the 1996 constitution. This was done in one day, without any judicial review, and as such was illegal. The Crimean government responded by assuming control until 'constitutional order' was restored in Kiev, and began negotiations with Kiev. 56 When those failed, Crimean authorities acted in accordance with their view that Crimean sovereignty had been restored to the status quo ante 1992, and this was the issue put to the people in the March referendum.
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For Russia, the accusation of clandestine support for the rebellion in Donbass, and hybrid warfare against the West are not legal, but political in nature. With respect to Donbass, Russia has consistently rejected all accusations that its troops are fighting there, although it does acknowledge assisting in humanitarian relief efforts there. The same is true of Western accusations of cyber warfare and the intentional manipulation of elections. Moreover, in the latter instance, Russia argues that it has long been a proponent of the need for international treaties to safeguard countries from such interference. 58 The bottom line is that Russia is not rejecting the traditional international framework of conflict resolution. Rather, by making its counterarguments within the same framework, it is reaffirming its importance. This is the antithesis of the Soviet approach, which regarded the the entire 'bourgeois' legal and international system as illegitimate, even though in practice it often continued to abide by it.
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A second common assumption is that Russia seeks to undermine the 'liberal U.S. led order'. In fact, Russia expects the US to remain the leader of the liberal, western model of global development. This model, however, must learn to co-exist with other models. Russian analysts often make the analogy to institutional religions. These can coexist peacefully, so long as they do not seek to impose their view of the Truth on others, and respect each other's value to humanity's cultural diversity. As Russia sees it, in the future there will be multiple centers of power, each believing itself no less moral than any other. Clinging to a messianic view of liberalism and American exceptionalism only serves to isolates the West, says Russia, and while U.S. leadership is likely to fade in a more pluralistic world, liberalism need not be dragged down along with it.
Russia, therefore, sees itself as that part of the West that understands the futility of 'liberal fundamentalism', to use Boris Mezhuev's felicitous phrase, and therefore seeks to establish a framework of global leadership around the values that the West shares with non-Western states. Prominent political theorist Mezhuev has called this 'civilizational realism'. 60 Civilizational realism differs from classical realism in that it recognizes the importance of values in international affairs. It differs from classical liberalism in that it sees value in the diversity of cultural communities, as well as individuals. Russia's approach can therefore best be described not as opposition to liberalism, but as a different form of liberalism, one that is divorced from Western hegemony and open to non-western traditions and influences. 61 We can now better understand the peculiar emphasis that Russia has placed on the spiritual and cultural aspects of international politics since 2013. There are both conceptual and practical reasons for this. Conceptually, Russia's cultural/moral/religious image--its 'soft power'--has emerged as an important resource in promoting domestic unity, as anticipated by the Putin Plan in the early 2000s. 62 Additionally, it is now seen as a net benefit for Russian foreign policy. If soft power is thought of as the use of religious and/or cultural affinity to achieve foreign policy objectives, then many of Russia's neighbors remain quite receptive to Russian soft power. Sometimes, as in Ukraine, Georgia, Bulgaria, and Moldova this is manifested in a 'love-hate' relationship that keeps Russia at the center of public attention, even as national elites desperately seek to distance their country from Russian cultural influence.
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A November 2016 nationwide survey of Ukrainians revealed that 26% agree that Ukrainians and Russians are, as Putin likes to say, 'one people', while 51.1% say they are 'brother nations'. 64 A December 2017 survey revealed that a plurality, 36%, still regard the collapse of the Soviet Union as negative thing. 65 And although the numbers looking to some type of economic and political alliance with Russia and Belarus have fallen sharply since 2014, after nearly four years of warfare they still hover around 20% nationwide, largely because of broad support in the Eastern and Southern Ukraine. 66 The real test for Russian soft power, however, will be whether it can shape preferences in areas of the globe that are not part of the traditional sphere of Russian cultural influence. Many are skeptical that Russian soft power, even one based on cultural diversity, can be very popular given the authoritarian nature of the regime. 69 This will certainly be true for those who make the nature of the Russian regime their primary criteria in dealing with Russia, and also for those who equate the international order with American leadership. But as that order has become increasingly chaotic, some Europeans have begun to equate Russia's authoritarianism with stability and political competence, and worry more about Trump than Putin. 70 A poll in 2017 showed that majorities in Slovakia (75%), the Czech Republic (62%) and Hungary (54%) want closer security cooperation with Russia. 71 Looking at the latest Eurobarometer poll, Anatoly Karlin suggests that we may be seeing a revival of 'conservative Russophilia' in southern and Eastern Europe. 72 According to the editor of La Stampa, one of Italy's major newspapers, 'Nobody ever took this poll but I believe that if you were asking all Italians today who is the most popular foreign leader in all of Italy, Putin would win'. 73 Putin's overwhelming victory to a fourth term in office as president of Russia merely burnishes this image.
To expand the reach of its soft power even further, therefore, Russia is likely to promote three themes. The first, is that it is alright for nations to be true to themselves. To succeed in the world, one does not have to move in lockstep with the western model of development. The rise of the BRICS, Russia argues, has proven that diverse approaches to development can compete very successfully with 'the Washington Consensus', and that local traditions can provide a reservoir of social resources that enhance a nation's global competitiveness. 74 The second, is that it is alright for societies to challenge the ideal of a consumer oriented society. In many western and non-western societies, consumerism is blamed, not only for leading to resource, demographic, and ecological crises, but also to spiritual crises. The response has been to seek a sustainable, autochthonous source of spiritual development, upon which to build a sustainable, autochthonous form of economic development. This ties in with Russia's third For many others, however, Russia bears the lion's share of the blame for the return of the Cold War, because it is trying to re-create the Soviet Union. 80 But what Clinton and others see as merely a restoration of Soviet influence is actually something far more ambitious-the restoration of Russian power and influence, through the resurrection of traditional Russian mores and religious values. And with conservative traditionalism becoming a source of friction within so many European countries, there is the distinct possibility that a more traditional and religious Russia might someday find a way to bridge the 'values gap' with the West, not from the liberal end of the political spectrum, but from its conservative end.
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Is there Life After Containment?
At this writing, storm clouds are gathering once again over the European continent. Rather than coming together over conservative, or any other values, Russia and the West seem to be drifting further and further apart. One of the most astute Russian observers of European affairs, Sergei Karaganov, offers an intriguing analysis of why, and of what can be done about it. Karaganov serves as dean of the School of World Economics and World Politics at the National Research University-Higher School of Economics. He is also the honorary chairman of the Council on Foreign and Defense Policy, which he headed for many years. Karaganov's views are especially noteworthy because he is, simultaneously, a Russian nationalist and a committed Europeanist, who views the European model of a global humanitarian order as highly attractive, and sees the potential return of a Europe of nation-states, as 'a tragedy for Europe and a tragedy for Russia'. 82 'Our Eurasian integrative project was initially aimed at utilizing the experience of European norms and institutions, to construct analogues to them around Russia, then to integrate these with Europe. Political circumstances did not permit this, and so now we will integrate with Asia. Later, step by step, perhaps, there will be a new convergence --now Eurasian--with Europe'. 85 Sadly, for Karaganov, America will have almost no role in this. While some in Moscow had high hopes for an improvement of relations under Donald Trump, these hopes have been dashed by the Trump administration's prolonged inability to staff a coherent foreign policy team, and to separate his Russia policy from American domestic politics.
There is, however, one important difference between the US and the EU, says Karaganov. Whereas in the former, anti-establishment sentiment is just as Russophobic as mainstream political sentiment, in the latter it is not. Parties like the Five Star Movement in Italy, the AfD in Germany, the Republicans in France, and Fidesz in Hungary, are all eager to re-establish normal trade and relations with Russia. There simply is no constituency that supports this in the United States.
Taking Karaganov's advice to heart, suggests that the way to end the vicious circle of recriminations between Europe and Russia is to recognize that the 'values gap', which has played such a prominent role is defining difference with Russia, is largely a matter of choice. European governments choose to emphasize differences with Russia that they choose to overlook in other Western countries. Meanwhile, India and China, whose cultural differences with Russia are far greater, have been able to reach a high degree of collaboration and consensus with Russia in international affairs.
The international response to the latest poisoning incident in the United Kingdom involving Russia illustrates this divide yet again. While more than two dozen Western governments have expressed their solidarity with the UK, and expelled more than a hundred diplomats, India's former top diplomat said that such Western actions showed a 'lack of sobriety [that] only raises suspicions about Britain's version and intentions', while a leading Chinese daily described them as 'nothing more than a form of Western bullying'. 86 To reach a modus vivendi with the West will therefore require a values breakthrough --namely, the ability to envision Russia as a quintessential part of Europe. Ending Russia's estrangement from Europe would lead, as the late German president Roman Herzog once put it, to the healing of Europe's soul. 87 At the end of such a process, Czech president Milos Zeman muses, tongue-incheek, 'Russia will become a member of the European Union. If you don't like that, then think of it this way: The European Union must join the Russian Federation'. 88 
